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infancy and causes severe vision loss, 
especially at night.
An estimated 2,000 Americans have 
the form of the disease they targeted, 
Bennett said. But other reports 
were not satisfied with a mere 2,000 
potential beneficiaries. New hope is 
offered to “millions affected by eye 
diseases” said the Independent. This 
was “hundreds of thousands” in the 
Los Angeles Times.
But the LA Times also highlighted 
the chequered history of gene 
therapy. It has been a “snakebitten 
field”, it reported. Gene therapy has 
been studied in humans for over 15 
years with limited success. The field 
suffered a setback in 1999 with the 
death of Jesse Geslinger, aged 18, in 
an experiment for a liver disorder. And 
some children treated for an immune 
disorder later developed leukaemia, 
many papers reported.
However, the early results of the 
eye experiments should give the 
field a boost, many reporters said. 
For the experiment, the scientists 
injected copies of a working gene 
beneath the retina. Only one eye 
was treated in each patient — the 
worst one — in case anything went 
wrong; the untreated eye was used for 
comparison. After the treatment, the 
patient’s eyesight and light sensitivity 
were measured periodically; mobility 
was tested in a maze or an obstacle 
course. All three of those treated 
in Philadelphia “reported improved 
vision in the injected eyes,” said the 
LA Times. 
The vector used to get the genes 
into the cells was developed by 
Katherine High, in Philadelphia for that 
team’s trial, whereas the British team 
used a vector created by Targeted 
Genetics Corp of Seattle.
No surprise then, that Washington 
States’ Seattle Times flagged up the 
local interest. “The research, some 
of which involves Seattle biotech 
Targeted Genetics, marks a major 
milestone for gene therapy.”
In the British group, the treatment 
only worked in Steven Howarth, 
aged 18, whose disease was less 
advanced than the other two. So 
perhaps the strongest British story 
ran in the Manchester Evening News. 
Howarth lives in Bolton, just outside 
Manchester. “A Bolton teenager has 
benefited from breakthrough gene 
therapy,” the newspaper trumpeted, 
bringing both the science and local 
interest angles to the fore.East Africa’s iconic lesser flamingo 
is widely distributed around the 
Rift Valley lakes, but it breeds 
almost exclusively at only one 
site: Lake Natron in Tanzania. So 
conservationists are bothered 
about plans to develop a plant to 
extract soda ash from the lake which 
threatens to disturb the breeding 
birds at this most remote site.
Lake Natron Resources Limited, 
a company jointly owned by the 
government of Tanzania and TATA 
Chemicals of Mumbai, India, proposes 
to develop a facility at Lake Natron to 
extract and process soda ash.
To nest successfully, lesser 
flamingos require very specific 
conditions. Lake Natron, but no other 
site, provides these.
“The proposed plant poses major 
risks to the lesser flamingos from 
disturbance, including increased 
populations of nest predators, and 
changes to the water balance and 
chemistry of the lake,” says Chris 
Magin, of the UK’s Royal Society for 
the Protection of Birds (RSPB), one of 
the organisations spearheading the 
case against the new plant.
Soda ash mining also threatens 
the tourism industry throughout East 
Africa and the livelihoods of the local 
people who depend on the lake basin.
Conservationists are fighting to 
protect the key breeding site of East 
Africa’s iconic lesser flamingos. Nigel 
Williams reports.
Soda battles
Threatened: Although widely dispersed and numerous at East African lakes, almost all lesser 
flamingos breed at Lake Natron in Tanzania, where plans for a new soda plant are causing con-




Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG) has 
never been regarded as very hip. 
Less glamorous than the Max Planck 
Society, which runs institutes of world 
fame, the DFG distributes government 
grants to established researchers in 
universities and other institutions, like 
the UK research councils. The average 
14–19 year old German has probably 
never heard of the organisation, 
and even academics will only start 
acknowledging the DFG’s existence 
at the point when they have to start 
applying for their own research funds 
to top up their institutional budgets. 
All this is about to change, 
however, as the DFG aims to win 
over the hearts and minds of the 
YouTube generation with its very own 
brand of video clips. Last month, the 
organisation launched ‘DFG Science 
TV’, a web-based project based on 
videoblogs following ten separate, 
DFG-funded research projects with 
weekly updates over three months. 
The rich mix of topics spans across 
the sciences and humanities, ranging 
from dinosaurs to robots, ancient 
temples to modern megacities, 
and from materials science to 
conservation research. 
In the series ‘Animal Invasion’, 
for instance, researchers from the 
University of Konstanz investigate 
the effects of invading species on 
the ecosystem of Lake Constance. 
In particular, the scientists are 
looking at the ‘killer shrimp’ 
Dikerogammarus villosus, a species 
originating from around the Black 
Sea region, which has been causing 
havoc in freshwater environments 
across Germany. 
Speaking at the launch of the 
project, DFG president Matthias 
Kleiner emphasized the need to reach 
out to the younger generation. “For 
Germany as a research location, it 
is particularly important that young 
people become familiarised with 
the methods and results of modern 
research and science at an early 
age. We need the interest of young 
people in order to ensure that we 
have researchers in the future. We 
must explore new methods in order 
to convey that research is exciting,” 
Kleiner said.
Frauke Kraas, a professor of 
geography whose work on megacities 
is featured in one of the videoblogs, 
is equally excited about the project. 
“It is important that young people 
in particular have the chance to 
understand what social change 
processes transpire, how science 
works to this end and, above all, 
what the consequences are for their 
own lives. DFG Science TV offers an 
excellent opportunity for achieving 
this. The research problems as well 
as the work of the scientists become 
clear and concrete and a reference is 
established to daily life,” she said. 
DFG are very pleased with the 
initial reactions. More than 
10,000 users have viewed 
more than 100,000 page 
 impressions
The researchers, who pursue their 
investigations in various locations 
around the globe, make their own 
video recordings and submit around 
30 minutes of raw footage per week. 
Professional TV producers then edit 
the material down to three minutes 
in length. Their professionalism 
prevails in the final product — many 
of the clips look more like a TV 
documentary cut into pieces than 
the amateurish material that YouTube 
customers appear to be addicted to. 
So is DFG Science TV here to 
stay and to rival the ubiquitous 
offerings of cute kittens and dancing 
hamsters? The people behind the 
show can’t tell yet, but have hinted 
that, if successful, this new channel 
for science communication may 
become a permanent institution. 
DFG are very pleased with the initial 
reactions. By the end of last month 
more than 10,000 separate users 
had viewed more than 100,000 page 
impressions. The team are hoping the 
project will continue after the pilot 
phase but a detailed evaluation will 
not be carried out until July.
Michael Gross is a science writer based at 
Oxford. He can be contacted via his web 
page at www.michaelgross.co.uk
Link: www.dfg-science-tv.de
Germany’s national research council 
has started posting weekly videoblogs 
in the hope of reaching young 
audiences. Michael Gross tunes in.
TelevisualsBirdLife International and several other institutions are running 
a campaign to save the lesser 
flamingos and maintain the integrity 
of Lake Natron.
In November 1996, the BirdLife 
organisation in Tanzania (WCST) 
made a submission to the 
government’s national environment 
management council (NEMC) that: 
“in the eyes of conservationists, the 
implementation of this project will 
result in an ecosystem catastrophe 
in the long run”. Since that initial 
submission, WCST has maintained 
constant opposition to the project 
plans.
In early 2007, several institutions 
in Eastern Africa formed the Lake 
Natron Consultative Group to 
raise awareness of the threats that 
face Lake Natron and the lesser 
flamingos. The group now has 31 
member institutions covering east, 
central and southern Africa as well 
as North America. A petition against 
the soda plant has been signed by 
more than 2,000 people around the 
globe.
In October, BirdLife International 
began a global campaign to help 
save Lake Natron. Called ‘Think 
Pink, Save Lesser Flamingos’, the 
campaign is aimed at drawing the 
world’s attention to the threat that the 
species faces if the soda ash plant 
is built. As part of the campaign, 
conservation organisations, eminent 
conservationists, flamingo experts 
and concerned individuals from more 
than 40 countries have written to the 
Tanzanian government protesting at 
the project plans.
At a public meeting more than 90 
per cent of those attending objected 
to the project, with the strongest 
objections coming from a delegation 
of 12 community members from 
villages around Lake Natron. The 
RSPB also presented the opposition 
from the Tanzania Association of 
Tour Operators. During the meeting 
revised plans for the soda plant were 
presented, including a shift in the site 
of the plant 32 km away.
In March, Lake Natron Resources 
Limited wrote to the NEMC to 
withdraw the current environmental 
impact assessment (EIA) from 
consideration. They said that they 
would commission a new EIA for 
the new site. But the ultimate fate of 
East Africa’s lesser flamingos is still 
unsure.
